CHAPTER -

The Multimedia Principle

Abstract

The multimedia principle states that people
learn better from words and pictures than
from words alone. It is supported by empir-
ically derived theory suggesting that words
and images evoke different conceptual pro-
cesses and that perception and learning are
active, constructive processes. It is further
supported by research studies that have
found superior retention and transfer of
learning from words augmented by pic-
tures compared to words presented alone
and superior transfer when narration is ac-
companied by animation compared to nar-
ration or animation presented alone. Re-
search has also found that the effective-
ness of combining imagery with text varies
with the content to be learned, the con-
ditions under which performance is mea-
sured, and individual differences in spatial
ability, prior knowledge, and general learn-
ing ability. Cognitive theory derived from
these findings posits interactions between
three stages of memory — sensory, work-
ing, and long term - that are connected
by cooperative, additive channels used to
process information arriving from different
sensory modalities.
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The Multimedia Principle

It is commonly assumed that adding pictures
to words, rather than presenting text alone,
makes it easier for people to understand and
learn. The proverb that a picture is worth
a thousand words attests to the popularity
and acceptance of this assumption. The as-
sumption leads to what may be called the
multimedia principle. This principle, as stated
by Mayer (2001), is that people learn better
from words and pictures than from words
alone, or, more specifically, that people learn
more or more deeply when appropriate pic-
tures are added to text (Mayer, in press).
This chapter addresses these possibilities
with findings drawn from empirical research.
It reviews their foundations in both cogni-
tive theory and empirical research and their
practical application to instructional design.
It also identifies gaps in the research and sug-
gests efforts that might help to fill them.
Of course adding pictures to text is not
equally useful for all situations or all peo-
ple. For instance, the profusion of pictures in
children’s books decreases markedly as the
age of the readers rises toward adulthood.
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